Abstract. The protection of the environment is a priority in all development activities. It is based on the concept of sustainable development which aims to improve standards and quality of living in societies taking into account the environmental conditions and the possibility of using its resources by future generations. Presented in this study are the activities that have influence on the environment quality of rural areas such as the Dolny Slask. Indicators of sustainable development for four spheres were used: ecologization of the spatial planning, protection and sustainable development of forests, trending the water proportions and the water quality. The study included 78 rural communes of Dolny Śląsk. The analysis was made in the period from 2008 to 2014. The results showed an increase in the value of indicators of environmental quality in rural areas of Dolny Śląsk.
INTRODUCTION
The sustainable development paradigm is a new management model based on a holistic, human-friendly approach with no risks to the natural environment. It is applicable to specific fields of activity: the economy, the society and the environment, which should be interlinked and complementary, and should not cause any disturbance to socio-economic development.
Pursuing the environmental goals means preserving the green infrastructure and maintaining the productivity of ecosystems. This comes down to managing the environmental resources so as not to disturb the environmental balance and not to reduce their contribution to social welfare (Adamska, 2015) . Today, the protection and shaping of the natural environment is a priority for all activities, and is backed by the sustainable development concept.
The components of the environment (water, air and soil) are the very foundation of life for most of the organisms, including humans, and therefore must be protected under relevant measures. The protective actions should be primarily be based on:
• deliberately shaping the environment and managing the environmental resources as per the sustainable development principles; • combating pollution;
• restoring the natural assets to an appropriate condition (Ustawa..., 2001) . Human activities boost the emission of pollutants to the environment, and therefore it seems appropriate to regard humans as intruders who deteriorate the environmental values. However, the development of new techniques and technologies helps eliminating some threats. It may be therefore concluded that, from a technical perspective, there is a chance that the environment will be properly maintained so it may be used
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The quality of the environment is a factor that affects the dynamics of the economic growth within a system of permanent feedback. A decline in the environmental quality makes it impossible to maintain high growth rates on a long term. Also, the decreasing quality of the environment requires additional measures to be taken in order to restore its capacity to carry out its functions. Such additional expenditure results in impeding the economic growth (Dubel, 2000) . Many countries have experienced, and continue to experience, economic growth to the detriment of the environment and without regard for the preservation of natural assets for future generations. As a consequence, the costs incurred to maintain the current condition of the environment (which depend on the wealth and awareness of the societies) have also emerged as a growing problem.
With a share of 90% in the national territory, rural areas have a significant environmental impact. As they are an inseparable part of the country, they are affected by various factors, including industry and urbanization. However, their population is mainly engaged in agriculture, a source of primary products for the agri-food sector and many other industries. Hence, preventing the rural environmental degradation and maintaining the production function becomes a priority not only for the environmental actions but also for the socio-economic area.
The agricultural and rural development is not readily compatible with environmental protection, and therefore special measures are required. The search for a new farming model implied by the environmental protection requirements drives new forms of rural activities based on the sustainable development paradigm.
PURPOSE, MATERIALS AND METHODOLOGY OF STUDIES
The purpose of this paper was to assess the environmental quality of rural areas, as illustrated by the example of the Dolnośląskie voivodeship, with the use of selected sustainable development indexes. The detailed survey covered 78 rural municipalities in the Dolnośląskie voivodeship, located in five subregions. The development objectives vary from one functional subregion to another: I -intensive agriculture subregion with a dominant agricultural sector; II -agricultural and leisure subregion based on the development of tourism and leisure activities; III -industry, leisure and tourism subregion, mostly including mountain and foothill areas; IV -agricultural and industrial subregion impacted by the copper industry; V -agricultural, industrial and leisure subregion affected by three economic functions: industry, agriculture and tourism (Studia…, 2001) . They survey period was from 2008 to 2014. The detailed analysis was based on environmental protection expenditure and sustainable development indexes that illustrate the environmental dimension. The indexes were considered in two aspects (domains): the greening of spatial planning processes; and water quality. The above domains covered 9 indexes. The greening of spatial planning processes included 7 indexes: the area of legally protected high natural values per inhabitant; the share of legally protected areas in the total territory; population density; the share of agricultural area in the total territory (%); the share of arable land in the agricultural area (%); agricultural area per inhabitant; the share of other land and wasteland in the total territory (%). Water quality was analyzed with two indexes: the population served by treatment plants; and the length of the sewage network. A synthetic index of environmental quality was defined, taking into account 7 indexes related to the greening of spatial planning processes, 1 index for the protection and sustainable development of forests (share of forests in the total territory), 1 index for the development of water conditions (water consumption per inhabitant), and 2 indexes for water quality. The above indexes were selected because of their importance for, and impact on, the environmental quality and their availability throughout the survey period.
Input data was converted into comparative values. This allowed to analyze the abovementioned indexes classified by domains and to define the synthetic index of environmental quality. The zero unitarization method was used, which resulted in standardizing the index values within the [0:1] interval. The standardization of features was based on the following formulas:
for the indexes with a stimulating effect:
for the indexes with an inhibiting effect:
with: Two indexes had an inhibiting effect: the population density and water consumption per inhabitant; other indexes demonstrated stimulating effects.
RESULTS OF THE STUDY
Enhancing the environment is a process that depends on multiple factors, primarily including the financial resources. This is the decisive enabler of environmental investments which help enhancing the environment and, as a consequence, contribute to the higher standards of living for the society in accordance with the sustainable development concept.
The amount of environmental expenditure in 2008-2014 varied from one municipality to another and from one subregion to another. A positive development in all of the subregions was the increasing environmental expenditure per inhabitant. In the 2008-2014 period, the highest environmental expenditure was recorded in 2010 and 2014. This could result from the initiation or completion of environmental investments. Note also that 2014 marked the end of financial support under the Norwegian Financial Mechanism as a part of the 2007-2014 "Infrastructure and Environment" operational program. When considering specific subregions of the Dolnośląskie voivodeship, the highest amounts of environmental expenditure per inhabitant were incurred in 2014. The highest (PLN 446 per inhabitant) and the lowest (PLN 279 per inhabitant) levels were recorded in subregion IV and subregion II, respectively. In turn, the lowest environmental expenditure was seen in 2008. This was apparent in nearly all subregions of the Dolnośląskie voivodeship, except for subregion V where the lowest environmental expenditure was recorded in 2012 (Fig. 1) .
The greening of the spatial planning processes is of major importance for the quality of the environment. The plans are developed because of the condition of natural resources and the presence of threats to the environment, taking into account the existing needs and opportunities. Land-use management processes and socio-economic decisions involve (and result in changes to) spatial aspects, and therefore affect the environment. Thus, space is one of the basic development drivers, and must be optimally developed because of the condition of the environment and the implementation of the sustainable growth concept.
A key factor for spatial planning, the land use structure undergoes changes, as demonstrated in relevant studies carried out in rural areas by the Marshall Office of Dolnośląskie voivodeship (Analiza…, 2015) . Reasons behind these changes include the rural investment processes in progress which are related to construction projects and to the afforestation of marginal land by beneficiaries of financing under the 2007-2013 RDP. As a consequence, the area of agricultural land has decreased while that of forests and forestry land has increased. From the economic (agricultural production) perspective, these trends are not favorable. However, positive aspects can be identified when considering the impact of these developments on the environment and its quality.
The analysis of greening of spatial planning processes in rural areas of the Dolnośląskie voivodeship takes account of 7 sustainable development indexes used as a basis for defining the synthetic index. In 2008-2014, the values of spatial planning greening indexes were quite homogeneous. This could be observed in all functional subregions of rural areas in the Dolnośląskie voivodeship. However, the values of the spatial planning . The variation of the spatial planning greening index was definitely higher in municipalities of particular subregions, translating into minimum and maximum values. Higher levels were experienced in municipalities with a larger share of agricultural land (including arable land) while lower levels were observed in municipalities with less favorable natural areas and with no legally protected areas (Table 1, Fig. 2 ). Water quality is another determinant for the condition of the environment. As a basic natural element, water affects the existence of all living organisms. Therefore, water quality protection actions become a matter of key importance. Insufficient protection of water resources and quality could threaten the existence of living organisms which are essential for the proper functioning of the environment.
In rural areas, water quality risks result from the not-yet-regulated waste water management issues, the absence of sewage systems and illegal water discharges. Thus, it becomes necessary to take measures to regularize the waste water management processes, involving the construction of waste water treatment plants and sewage networks. According to research, the quality of water tends to improve, as demonstrated by the increasing values of the synthetic water quality index which takes into account the percent of the population served by treatment plants and the length of the sewage network.
In all subregions of rural areas of the Dolnośląskie voivodeship, the average value of the synthetic water quality index increased in the 2008-2014 period. The highest increase in the average value of the index (by more than 100%) was recorded in subregion III (from (Fig. 3) .
Specific subregions include municipalities with no treatment plants, no sewage networks and no investment activities to address that problem. This is demonstrated by the minimum values (0) of the synthetic water quality index. On the other hand, in some municipalities, the quality of water is of tremendous importance, and therefore actions focused on improving water quality have been and continue to be carried out, as shown by the maximum values of the index (Table 2) .
The synthetic index of environmental quality took into account all of the analyzed indexes relating to: the greening of spatial planning; water quality; protection and sustainable development of forests; and development of water conditions. According the analysis, there was an increase in the average value of that index. This could be observed in all functional subregions of rural areas in the Dolnośląskie voivodeship. The following improvements were stated: from 0.418 to 0.492 in subregion I; from 0.453 to 0.487 in subregion II; from 0.356 to 0.399 in subregion III; from 0.437 to 0.490 in subregion IV; and from 0.406 to 0.449 in subregion V (Fig. 4) .
The minimum and maximum values recorded in specific subregions indicate that some municipalities exist where the environmental measures are being implemented to varying degrees. A positive development is that both the minimum and maximum values of the synthetic index of environmental quality tend to increase in specific subregions. Only in subregion V, no increase of the maximum values was reported in [2008] [2009] [2010] [2011] [2012] [2013] [2014] (Table 3) . 
SUMMARY
In addition to socio-economic aspects, the environment is fundamental for the sustainable development concept. It should be respected on equal terms because any creature has the same right to live as the current and future generations. Losing even the smallest part of the environment means restricting the development capacities in the future. Therefore, the operators such as entrepreneurs, authorities at all levels and the society should focus their actions on the quality of the environment.
According to the study, between 2008 and 2014, an increase was recorded in the values of sustainable growth indexes used to assess the quality of the rural environment in the Dolnośląskie voivodeship. However, the synthetic indexes for spatial planning, water quality and environmental quality varied from one subregion to another. The lowest index values were reported in subregion III, mostly including mountain and foothill areas with unfavorable environmental conditions. Compared to other subregions, the specific features of subregion III allow for a lesser degree of environmental actions. 
